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All five defendants under indictment for the 1994 bombing of a Buenos Aires Jewish community
center were cleared on Sept. 2 of charges that they were accessories to the attack. The decision led
about 5,000 Argentines to hold an angry protest outside Congress one week later and caused leaders
of Latin America's largest Jewish population to despair of obtaining justice in the case.
A federal judge, responding to accusations that he severely mishandled the investigation of the case,
has handed in his resignation, but Argentine President Nestor Kirchner has neither accepted nor
rejected the resignation, leaving the judge open to a political trial.

Longest trial in Argentine history ends with no convictions
In a nationally televised verdict, a three-judge panel cleared four former provincial police officers
and a former used-car salesman accused of supplying the van used in the attack. The exoneration
has rendered fruitless an investigation that began ten years ago when a rigged van packed with
600 pounds of explosives detonated outside the Asociacion Mutual Judio Argentina (AMIA) on
July 18, 1994, killing 86 people and injuring about 300. The assault on the Israel-Argentina mutual
association was the deadliest terrorist attack on Argentine soil.
The verdict concluded a three-year trial the longest in Argentine history. The five were not accused
of direct involvement in the bombing but were charged as accomplices for their parts in a stolen-car
ring responsible for the sale and delivery of the van. Prosecutors had sought life sentences for the
defendants, several of whom were ordered to remain in custody pending separate charges unrelated
to the bombing probe. Fifteen others were exonerated of minor charges.
Argentine newspaper Clarin blamed the failed prosecution on the lack or nonexistence of evidence
against the accused. Some defendants free, others face unrelated charges Among those acquitted
was Juan Jose Ribelli, a former Buenos Aires provincial police chief accused of leading a gang of
former police officers accused of providing the van.
Carlos Alberto Telleldin, accused by investigators of being a stolen-car dealer under Ribelli's
protection, was accused of delivering the stolen van to the police gang members eight days before
the bombing.
Victor Stinfale, Telleldin's lawyer, said the decision cleared his client in a case "built on lies and false
accusations." He added, "The leaders of the Jewish community need to ask him for forgiveness for
keeping him in jail so long under false pretenses."
Hoping to give new impetus to the trial, President Kirchner last year signed decrees opening secret
intelligence documents and ordering intelligence agents to testify.
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A victims' lawyer said she was "stunned" by the decision. "I wasn't prepared for this," said Marta
Nercellas. She called for a "serious" investigation. "Hopefully one day we'll have the answers we're
looking for."
Jewish community leaders condemn ruling "This is the worst outcome we could have imagined,"
said Jorge Kirszsenbaum, an official at Delegacion de Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas (DAIA),
a leading Jewish organization. He urged supporters to join in a Sept. 10 demonstration outside the
rebuilt community center.
The 1994 explosion leveled the seven-story AMIA building, a symbol of Argentina's 300,000-strong
Jewish community, the largest in Latin America. The authors of the attack were never identified,
though allegations that Iranian officials were involved in the attack have circulated (see NotiSur,
2003-09-12). It was the second of two bombings targeting Jews in Argentina during the 1990s.
A March 1992 blast destroyed the Israeli Embassy in Buenos Aires, killing 29 people in a case that
remains unsolved. US officials, Jewish leaders, and some Argentine officials have charged the AMIA
bombing was linked to Islamic fundamentalists and pro-Iranian terrorists, charges Tehran denies.
Argentine, US, and Israeli investigators believe Iran worked through Lebanon-based Hezbollah
to mount the attack. But Argentine efforts to extradite Iranian suspects or arrange for trials in a
third country have been rejected. After failing to extradite Iranian suspects wanted in the case,
investigators instead focused on what has been called "the local connection."
Jewish community leaders attended the federal trial, which was tightly guarded and closed to the
public. Jewish groups have claimed the investigation was mishandled, pointing to a decision by
judicial officials earlier this year to remove federal Judge Juan Jose Galeano, who led much of the
investigation, after accusations surfaced that he bribed a key witness.
Jewish community leaders have accused the courts, the police, and various parts of the Argentine
government of failing to carry out the investigation for fear that it might lead to embarrassing
revelations (see NotiSur, 1994-07-29, 2001-09-28).
Members of Argentina's Jewish community blame former President Carlos Menem (1989-1999) for
much of the failure. Menem is accused of obstructing the case to prevent embarrassing disclosures,
shield associates, or, in the worst case, to do the bidding of the Iranian government in return for a
US$10 million payment.
Living in self-imposed exile in Chile while being investigated on corruption charges at home (see
NotiSur, 2004-04-30), Menem denies doing anything to interfere with the AMIA probe. In July, Swiss
justice officials closed an investigation into a US$10 million account Menem allegedly held for his
keeping silent about Iranian involvement in the blast.
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About 5,000 Argentines rallied outside Congress on Sept. 8, angry about the previous week's
acquittals. Jewish leaders led the rally, saying the acquittals left unanswered the question of who
was behind the worst anti-Semitic attack in Latin America.
"Ten years ago, we marched demanding justice only days after the attack," said Sofia Gutemberg,
leader of a group of relatives of the victims of the bombing. "Today we're here to do the same but
with less hope and more pain.
In Argentina, there is no justice and the ruling leaves us asking again who is responsible for
what happened." Under a banner that read, "We won't stop until there is justice," Jewish leaders
addressed the crowd and harshly criticized Argentine authorities for failing to apprehend those
responsible for the attack.
"This trial was just a small part of what has been going on for the last 10 years," said Rabbi
Alejandro Avruj of the NCI-Emanu El community. "There never was the political will to follow the
line of investigation to its end. This is a clear demonstration of the total lack of justice in Argentina,"
said Avruj, whose wife's 21-year-old brother was killed in the attack. "The crisis in Argentina is not
just economic, but social, political and moral as well."
Some parts of Argentina's Jewish community, by contrast, hailed the court's ruling, saying the
irregularities in the case made it impossible to give the detainees a fair trial. Memoria Activa, the
first group of victims' relatives created after the tragedy, refused to participate in the Sept. 8 rally,
saying its members had argued for years that the state was chiefly responsible for the lack of justice
in the case, as the verdict made clear, and that the detainees had not received a fair trial.
The president of Memoria Activa, Adriana Reisfeld, said her group "agrees with the need to annul
the entire investigation because of the huge number of irregularities that were committed." "This
could even be a step forward by the justice system, marking the route toward what should be done,"
said Reisfeld, who lost a sister in the AMIA bombing.

Judge presents resignation to avoid political trial
Judge Galeano, appointed by Menem in 1993, sent President Kirchner a letter of resignation after
denunciations of his handling of the case came out. As of Sept. 15, however, Kirchner had not
announced an acceptance of Galeano's resignation, leaving the judge to face political trial for grave
irregularities in the handling of the AMIA case. The Consejo de la Magistratura has ordered an
investigation of Galeano's actions during the 10 years he handled the inquiry into the bombing.
Kirchner "neither accepted nor rejected the resignation" presented Sept. 13, leaving Galeano's
case in the magistrates' hands, said government sources. The Consejo de la Magistratura is the
inspecting body for the judicial branch, charged with naming, judging, and removing magistrates.
The Consejo's Comision de Acusacion agreed unanimously to call on Galeano to appear on Sept.
30. If the president formally accepts the resignation, any political trial against the judge would
automatically be shut down, allowing the accused to avoid possible removal and a ban from holding
public office again.
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Resignation would allow the judge to receive retirement benefits under the auspices of the Poder
Judicial and even allow him to return to public office. Two members of the Comision de Acusacion,
authors of the harsh preliminary report against Galeano, called on Kirchner not to accept the
resignation.
Deputy Marcela Rodriguez and lawyer Beinmuz Szmukler said, "Kirchner should not accept the
resignation because Judge Galeano should give public explanations of what happened in the AMIA
case." Since Kirchner has opened intelligence files on the case that the Menem administration kept
closed, it seems likely that the liberal president will not shield Galeano from scrutiny.
Members of Argentina's Jewish community, however, attacked Kirchner for supporting impunity
in the case. At a Sept. 3 protest, Laura Ginsberg, speaking on behalf of victims of the attack, said,
"Kirchner rose to the level of cover-up that [ex-Presidents) Carlos Menem, Fernando de la Rua
(1999-2001), Adolfo Rodriguez Saa (Dec. 23-29, 2001), and Eduardo Duhalde (2001-2003) reached."

-- End --
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